MUSIC IN LONDON 1890-94

8 November 1893

KN the fierce strain put by my critical work on my powers of
attention makes it necessary for me to allow my mind to ramble
a little by way of relief, I like to go to the Albert Hall to hear one
of (he performances of the Royal Choral Society. I know nothing
more interesting in its way than to wake up occasionally from a
nap in the amphitheatre stalls, or to come out of a train of political
or philosophic speculation, to listen for a few moments to an
adaptation of some masterpiece of music to the tastes of what is
called "the oratorio public.*' Berlioz' Faust is a particularly stiff
subject for Albert Hall treatment. To comb that wild composer's
hair, stuff him into a frock-coat and tall hat, stick a hymn-book
in his hand, and obtain reverent applause for his ribald burlesque
of an Amen chorus as if it were a genuine Hanclelian solemnity, is
really a remarkable feat, and one which few conductors except
Sir Joseph Barnby could achieve. Instead of the brimstonish orgy
in Auerbach's cellar we have a soirie of the Young Men's Christian
Association; the drunken blackguardism of Brander is replaced
by the decorous conviviality of a respectable young bank clerk
obliging with a display of his baritone voice (pronounced by the
local pianoforte tuner equal to Ilayden Coffin's); Faust reminds
one of the gentleman in Sullivan's Sweethearts; the whiskered
pandoors and the fierce hussars on the banks of the Danube
become a Volunteer corps on the banks of the Serpentine; and
all Brixton votes Berlioz a great composer, and finds a sulphurous
sublimity in the whistles on the piccolo and clashes of the cymbals
which bring Mr Henschel, as Mcphistopheles, out of his chair.
This does not mean that Berlioz has converted Brixton: it means
that Brixton has converted Berlioz. Such conversions are always
going on. The African heathen "embrace" the Christian religion
by singing a Te Deum instead of dancing a war-dance after
"wetting their spears" in the blood of the tribe next door; the
English heathen (a much more numerous body) take to reading
the Bible when it is edited for them by Miss Marie Corelli; the
masses, sceptical as to Scott and Dumas, are converted to an
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